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The sun had not yet risen. The sea was indistinguishable from the sky, except that the sea
was slightly creased as if a cloth had wrinkles in it. Gradually as the sky whitened a dark line
lay on the horizon dividing the sea from the sky and the grey cloth became barred with thick
strokes moving, one after another, beneath the surface, following each other, pursuing each
other, perpetually.
As they neared the shore each bar rose, heaped itself, broke and swept a thin veil of white
water across the sand. The wave paused, and then drew out again, sighing like a sleeper
whose breath comes and goes unconsciously. Gradually the dark bar on the horizon became
clear as if the sediment in an old wine-bottle had sunk and left the glass green.
(Virginia Woolf, [1931] 1992, The Waves, Oxford UP, Oxford, p. 3.)
Virginia Woolf’s vision of life as flux, given literary expression in The Waves, has
much in common with Hal Pratt’s photographic work, featured in this issue (and on
the cover). I first came across Hal’s photography in the form of a wave — well, two
waves. The first was a black and white photograph of a wave, framed in weather-
beaten wood; and the second was an unframed plane of aqua wash — ‘a painting’
that looked as though the colour, texture and rhythm of a wave had been somehow
transferred directly to paper — such was the illusion. On further inquiry I discovered
that what I thought to be painting was photograph and what I thought to be ‘wave’
was something other. ‘These images,’ writes Hal, ‘are about change’:
When I began this project, photographing slipped boat hulls, I did not see abstract
landscapes where a waterline might transform into a distant horizon. I saw subtle colours
and contours and richly textured weathering. It was some time before the metamorphosis
took place and it crept on me almost imperceptibly. (66)
Many of the contributions to this issue explore the illusory nature of ‘our world(s)’
— the deceptive nature of our perceptions and the creative and critical means by
which those perceptions might be changed. As I write these words, a recent
performance of Handel’s Messiah echoes in my head: the trumpet will sound and
‘we shall be changed’. Belief in the possibility of transformation, and the knowledge
that we can and do change, is both the hope and sometimes also the fear by which we
live. It is what Hal Pratt calls ‘terra fluxus’ and what Kenyan writer David Mavia,
alias Jambazi Fulani, calls ‘shifting visions’ (124). ‘I’m reading about certainty,’
writes John Haynes, ‘the odd/mad sense the word “know” takes on if I say
‘I know you’re on the sofa, now’. It’s not
how hard I’ve gazed at you, how carefully
I’ve checked the room, but the insanity
of doubting it. And then I thought of tales
of Africk, eyes set in men’s pectorals. (88)
… shifting visions.
Anne Collett
